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To everyone who has lived and will live through an Australian summer.









1


A WALK ALONG A JETTY


Early mornings make me think of certain things. One of those things is my mother. And her pistol. My mother was very good with her pistol. Her aim was true, she had a sure hand and certainly never missed – which was unfortunate for me, for I was always her target. I wasn’t hard to miss for I was almost always asleep, or at the very least in the midst of some half-hearted attempt to wake myself up.


One summer holidays in my middle teens my mother decided that I was too keen for a lie-in and was ‘Sleeping your life away!’


She began by roaring at me in the early mornings. ‘Wake up. Wake up! You’re sleeping your life away, you stupid boy!’


My brother was some years older than me and had been a definite log in the mornings, but my mother swore he was nothing compared to me.


‘He hibernated, but you, you are mummified. Get up, get up from your sarcophagus, you swine.’


I had no doubt that my parents loved me. They loved all their children and we loved them. They just had a rather offhand way of dealing with us. And even though they loved us deeply, they would also quite happily throttle us at particular times. Sometimes, to put it frankly, we were a bit much, and they had other things they wanted to get on with.


What those things were was never really apparent to me back then though. It seemed to be grown-up stuff. Like yelling at mowers that wouldn’t work, shouting at the dogs, muttering ‘Where are my bloody keys’, definitely getting round to phoning so-and-so about something important and then never actually managing to do anything of the sort, or perhaps walking around ruminating.


‘I’m just going to walk the estate for a ruminate,’ my father would say, and off he’d go around his ‘estate’ – our battleaxe block on the Redcliffe Peninsula. Around the yard and down the drive and back again.


My mother also adopted the term and would sit in a garden chair looking down at a pot of mint with her head tilted to one side. If you interrupted her, she would roar, ‘Go away, I’m ruminating.’


I’m sure my parents did other things too, but understanding all of that was beyond me at the time. And, anyway, it was their business. And they weren’t fond of making their business our business.


One thing I did know was that one of the great irritants in my parents’ lives was having to get their brood of children out of bed.


‘We are not your bleeding alarm clocks!’ was my father’s opinion. ‘You want to get out of bed early then buy yourself a rooster and let him cock-a-doodle-doodle in your earhole!’ My father waved off certain parental duties, including the act of resurrection. ‘You lot are worse than bloody Lazarus, nobody will be rolling away your stone anytime soon.’


So, it was left to my mother to get us out of bed.


Five children into parenthood, my mother had had a gutful of attending to her chicks by the time I was a teenager.


My three sisters were not as tardy as we two boys and they required only a few hearty bellows to get them up and going or, on difficult days, a few ominous threats. These were rather theatrically delivered by my mother, who seemed to enjoy intoning, ‘Do we need a glass of tossed aqua?’


But for we boys, threats gave way to action. My older brother and I shared a bedroom so I had seen my mother’s wake-up tactics at close range.


My brother, the hibernating log, had indeed required the odd glass of water to be thrown at him to get him up and out of bed.


‘My God, it’s alive!’ I could hear my mother roar as my brother flung himself from his bed like a cross between The Three Stooges and some poor sod who had just been zapped with an incredibly powerful defibrillator.


‘He’s like something you’d see in a Berlin nightclub!’ chortled our mum. The fact my mother had never been in, or even seen, a Berlin nightclub made the observation even funnier.


Then she would turn to me, still in my bunk, look down and sweetly say, ‘Now let that be a lesson to you when your time comes.’


But, at the same time, this tossed aqua method irritated my mother.


Her water-tossing was not a targeted effort. It was more akin to area bombing by Allied aircraft in the Second World War, where precision was not guaranteed. It could be effective but there was collateral damage, and in this case it was the bedding, which needed some lengthy airing afterwards.


Being the youngest and the most spoilt, I was a tad more entombed than my brother so, when it did come to be my time, my mother downstreamed her tossed aqua technique into a plastic orange water pistol. She had bought the pistol from the Woolies Variety store in Redcliffe. It had a vague resemblance to the .44 Magnum Smith & Wesson Clint Eastwood used when he was playing Dirty Harry, the mean-eyed, tough-talking San Francisco police detective who doubled as a vigilante for justice.


Both my parents had a fondness for water pistols. My father had a yellow one, also a Woolies Variety purchase, in the shape of a Luger handgun. It was filled with kerosene and was tied to the frangipani tree next to the homemade barbecue he had erected.


This yellow Luger, he was at pains to point out, was no toy. It was tied to a branch with two knotted long white football bootlaces.


‘This is not a toy – it’s a utensil. Don’t be touching it. It’s a utensil – a barbie encourager.’


And he would take his utensil and squirt it at the budding barbecue fire and flames would erupt.


‘It’s the little touch of kero that does the trick,’ he would say, as if he were some Stubbies-clad Jedi Knight explaining the benefits of a lightsaber. ‘It’s a flame enhancer.’ And he’d gently wind the extended football laces back around a limb of the frangipani tree. ‘Always fancied using a Luger, lovely weapon.’


Once he’d placed it back on the tree, he would say in an outrageous German accent, ‘It iz not a toy! A uteenzil!’


Of course, every chance you got to use the utensil on the sly and make the barbie erupt like Krakatoa you would, but that was just part of the fun. Whenever an orange cloud briefly roared, my mum would say, ‘Well, at least the smoke keeps the mozzies away.’


Her choice of storage for her orange wake-up machine – the .44 Magnum water pistol – was inside the fridge. Ice-cold water would stream from its barrel and weave its wake-upand-out-of-bed magic at me.


It was quite something to have my blankets or sheet pulled back and to be awakened by a freezing jet of water to the melon. I’d open my eyes to see my mother towering over me. She was a tall woman with a fountain of white hair and the orange Magnum extending from her hand. Dirty Harry would have been proud, though instead of saying, ‘Do you feel lucky, punk?’ à la Clint Eastwood, my mother one morning said, ‘Do you feel sleepy, punk?’


She was quite circumspect with her squeezing of the trigger, though occasionally she would throw back the sheets to let me have one. She might then see some signs of physical activity in my nether regions, and she’d let me have another few bursts along with the advice, ‘Put that thing out before you come downstairs, dirty bits!’


It was, I must admit, a bit fun.


I once told a friend who had served in the Australian military about my mother’s wake-up tactics and he laughed and said it sounded like a hazing ritual at Duntroon. ‘She sounds like a drill sergeant I had there.’ I assume he was joking.


My mum was impressed with the Magnum. ‘It’s so accurate, no need to dry the linen at all!’


She was especially pleased because the former collateral damage had implications when drying the bedding. ‘Forget the House of Windsor, we looked like the House of Bedwetters.’


My father thought for a moment and said, ‘If you spelt Bedwetters with a Z, it would have that ring of European royalty about it.’ Then he laughed to himself and offered to my mother, ‘When Eu-ro-a-pean’ – he elongated the syllables to make it sound like ‘when you-are-a-peein’ – ‘you are a Bedwetterzzzz. Von Bedwetterzzzz. German, most likely.’ After a pause he added, ‘Makes me want to grab my Luger.’


‘Colin!’ my mother yelled at him, and then laughed. For a while in our home going off to the toilet to do ‘ones’ was referred to as ‘Off to Von Bedwetterz’.


And as things invariably evolved in the house where I grew up, Von Bedwetterz soon became the name of one of those lovely old ropey movies that would screen on an early summer Sunday arvo, just before the cricket got serious. That’s how Frank Sinatra’s Von Ryan’s Express became known to us as Von Bedwetterz Express.


Ostensibly, the film was about prisoners of war making a daring escape, led by Frank Sinatra and his toupee in the role of tough-talking and perpetually cranky Colonel Von Ryan.


Frank’s Von Ryan always appeared slightly irritated, as if he was in a hurry to get done with things and be somewhere else, the classic signs of someone who was busting. Or, in more correct English, someone who was eagerly wanting to urinate.


‘He’s in a rush all right,’ said my mother, ‘that’s why he’s cranky – probably wants to Von Bedwett.’


At the end of the film, Frank Von Bedwetterz, after bravely holding off a legion of Nazi troops, runs to a train with an arm outstretched, trying to pull himself aboard.


Throughout the film the bad guys had been terrible shots, spraying thousands of bullets this way and that and always missing the good guys, but miraculously the ending included the one good shot in the Wehrmacht.


Sadly, for Frank and his toupee, he was cut down by a suitably nasty pretend Nazi with a gun.


Frank and his hairpiece lay lifeless on the tracks. There was a moment’s pause before some old hammy ham intoned, in a suitably fruity theatrical voiceover, ‘I once told Von Ryan, if only one gets out, it’s a victory!’


We never really heard that line though because my father would always fill the pause when Frank and his possum lay on the tracks. ‘Well, that Jerry’s certainly not using a water pistol,’ he’d mutter.


‘No, but he is a very good shot,’ answered my mother.


Years later, during a long Christmas trip back to Redcliffe with my family, I sat with my mother in a coffee shop by the beach and Frank Sinatra’s lovely voice came warbling from the café’s sound system. He sang, of all things, ‘Summer Wind’.


As my mother delighted herself with a cappuccino, or ‘cuppa-chino’ as she loved pronouncing it, she paused long enough to sigh, ‘Oh here’s ol’ Blue eyes Bedwetterz.’


I nodded and then asked, ‘Whatever happened to your pistol?’


‘Oh, I threw it away. After a while you just got up by yourself at a reasonable time.’


I laughed a little.


‘You know,’ my mother continued, ‘it was a sin, you in your tomb sleeping away the summer days. It made me furious. Summer is the time of bounty – of life to be lived, things to be done and adventures to be had. It wasn’t just me being an old crank, I was trying to teach you something.’


I saw she was serious. She took a sip of her cuppa-chino and licked her lips. ‘Life is to be lived, and summer is the time to live well.’


I smiled and nodded my head. ‘I still like a lie-in, Mum.’


She held up her cuppa-chino and eyeballed me as if she were holding the orange plastic .44 Magnum once again. ‘I can always buy another orange enhancer, you know!’


And we both laughed.


•


I woke up very early this morning. And in my mind, I could hear our laughter from that day. I thought of my mother.


I hadn’t needed her orange .44 Magnum to get me out of bed this summer morning because I was on the other side of the country to where I lived. I was in Busselton, a lovely town in the south-west of Western Australia, and it was daylight savings, another thing telling me it was summer.


I looked at my watch, it was set to Eastern Standard Time, or rather Eastern Standard Time with Daylight Savings. Daylight Savings – or as my mother and Aunty Rita called it, Melbourne Time – was an alien concept that didn’t belong to sensible-thinking Queenslanders.


When I moved away from Redcliffe and Queensland, any inconvenience or mix-up caused by the time difference during summer always seemed to be my fault, as if I alone was responsible. If a planned call was an hour out then it was the fault of ‘your silly bleeding daylight savings’. When I once suggested that daylight savings was all about making the most of your day and should have been right up my mum’s alley ‘of not sleeping your life away’, she’d scoff and say, ‘William and his silly daylight savings, stupid boy!’


I laughed again.


My watch read eight o’clock. Pretty early in the morning for me, but the time difference of two hours and the hour of daylight saving meant my time in the West was 5 am.


Five am and no water pistol. Well done me. What to do, though? Early mornings meant sunrises, something that I didn’t see that often, but when I did, I enjoyed them.


The first time I was aware of the power of a sunrise was during an exquisitely ridiculous army cadet camp I was a part of during my high school years. The camp was held in late February, on the last weekend of summer.


It was a collection of ungainly and unsure adolescents in ill-fitting uniforms being yelled at by teachers in uniforms pretending to be captains and majors. There was awful food, too many insects and something called ‘picket duty’.


Two of us army cadets had to perform picket duty outside a vast canopy that had been decreed a ‘barracks’ by a maths teacher who was an imaginary major. Picket duty involved walking around the perimeter of this ungainly marquee, which the previous weekend had been used for a wedding reception by the niece of the economics teacher who was a pretend captain. Having an eye for a bargain and the keen sense of a dollar saved, Captain Economics had snapped up the marquee for the cadet camp at a good price.


As the canvas flapped and billowed in the night wind, groaning like some great beast with indigestion, two guards performed picket duty while holding sticks of dowel timber as if they were rifles. We were told to carry our ‘bang sticks’ correctly at all times.


I think the idea was that we learned how to treat things with respect and caution, carrying our dowel weapon with its muzzle resting against our shoulder and the butt cradled in our palms. There was even a red line to indicate the pointy end of the dowel weapon, and woe betide any cadet who walked around with the muzzle in their palm.


If you were caught carrying your weapon the wrong way you had to do ten push-ups and then jump up in the air ten times with your arms folded.


It was all quite silly, really.


Especially when a creature called Armstrong and I were the allotted guards for the last shift of the night and we staggered around in the dark tripping over ourselves. Near the end of our graveyard shift, Armstrong – who was quite an odd lad from out west and had the habit of emitting sounds that resembled some odd animated character speaking a made-up language – walked as if in a daze.


He had a throaty growl for a voice and had tried to keep himself awake by singing, an experience which was fraught because the pretend officer teachers would shriek from their comfortable bunks, ‘Shut up! No singing on picket duty!’ Then they would mutter amongst themselves.


‘It’s that idiot again.’


‘Is he sleepwalking?’


‘No idea, but he sounds like a zombie.’


‘Will this marquee hold? It feels like it’s going to take off.’


‘I got it for a cracking price, that’s why we’ve coin left over for the social club.’


‘No singing on picket duty! Is he in pain?’


‘He’s singing a song from The Muppets.’


‘Muppets?’


‘That manumma numma song.’


They were referring to the song by the Italian composer Piero Umiliani entitled ‘Mah Na Mah Na’ that was popularised by The Muppets TV show, where puppet creatures almost as odd as Armstrong performed the song.


Actually, Armstrong was trying to sing a song by Pussyfoot, a redhead also known as Donna Jones, who warbled something called ‘The Way That You Do It’.


It got progressively worse near the end of the song because Armstrong had completely given up the ghost, Pussyfooting away in some sort of satanic growl and tripping over his firearm. Namely his bit of dowel.


A biology teacher who was pretending to be a lieutenant had obviously had enough and reprimanded Armstrong, who was now rather jauntily flicking his dowel here and there as if he were doing some old-time dance number.


When he tapped his giggle-hatted head with the end of the dowel the biology lieutenant curtly put him in his place.


‘Armstrong!’


Armstrong gutturally Pussyfooted back.


‘That is no way to treat a firearm!’


Armstrong sounded gutturally surprised as he Pussyfooted in response.


I wasn’t sure whether he was still singing or trying to speak, but it sounded like a cross between a drunken monk attempting a Gregorian chant and Linda Blair from The Exorcist.


‘Your firearm, your bang stick!’ said the exasperated teacher. ‘You could have blown your head off!’


I was standing to attention, my broomstick dowel held correctly and my eyes staring steadfastly ahead, and so expected to now hear the grunts of Armstrong performing push-ups and leaping in the air with arms folded like some mad Russian dancer.


Instead, there was a pause and then the only words I ever really heard Armstrong say in any decipherable way. He growled out a slow-motion and stupefied, ‘It’s a piece of fucking dowel!’


There was a pause, and the biology teacher tried to stifle a laugh before he sent Armstrong off to bed.


The biology teacher was quite a nice man and when he approached me he was still trying not to laugh.


‘Sir!’ I stood to attention and presented my firearm.


He laughed again. ‘Good firearm safety,’ he said. And he winked.


He looked to the sky and then gestured for me to follow him up a small rise. ‘Here,’ he said, stopping and looking up at the brightening sky.


‘Sunrise. Never get to see that many, really,’ he said, ‘but it’s a treat when you do. Special moment, the beginning of a day. Just think of the endless possibility that lies ahead.’


He paused. When he spoke again it was like he had forgotten he was a teacher. He was just a bloke who wanted to share something, without the air of a figure of authority, even in his pretend officer’s uniform.


‘Think about all those people who’ve gone before and seen a sunrise. We’re sharing that with them, but this is our sunrise.’ He held his hand out a bit and then pushed the air away, as if he were a little embarrassed.


‘And it’s always nice to get a chance to start again or at the very least see what you can make of the new day.’


We stood in silence and watched as light crept across the sky in the way that it had done so many times before, before so many different sets of human eyes, but this was our sunrise now, my sunrise.


It was lovely.


And then he asked me for my firearm, smiled again and nodded goodbye.


•


I sat up on my bed and looked through the hotel room’s window. Busselton. Waiting outside was a jetty and the ocean and a sunrise on a summer’s day.


I have a friend from Perth who says the sunsets of the West Australian landscape are the treasures of the day, for the sun sets the water and sky ablaze with colours that streak across the ceiling of the day. Breathtaking, she told me. So grand and gorgeous that when you see them you feel somewhere in yourself, in your heart or soul, that time is passing and the beauty before you reminds you to live.


I don’t doubt that, but when I asked about the sunrises she shrugged her shoulders. ‘Bit bland really,’ was her opinion.


I laughed as I pulled on some clothes and made my way down to the jetty. A bit bland? I decided to see for myself.


Already there were people about, all up early without the aid of a time difference and daylight savings to help them. They were walking along the foreshore, or the jetty, a long thin finger that bends slightly as it stretches out over the water. Somebody once told me quite proudly that it’s one of the longest jetties in the world and the longest wooden-piled jetty in the Southern Hemisphere.


I’m sure that’s impressive, but it’s also quite endearing that Australians still like to rate ourselves and our achievements in terms of ‘the Southern Hemisphere’, as if we shouldn’t try to compete with the serious folk up there in the Northern Hemisphere.


And I wondered if other people in the world ever called such a structure a jetty. Didn’t those Northern Hemisphere types say piers or docks?


It didn’t really matter; a jetty is exactly what the structure that snaked out over the waters of Geographe Bay was and Busselton was rightly proud of it.


After the jetty was decommissioned in the early 1970s it was marked for demolition, but the local community saved it and imbued it with character, almost a tangible emotional attachment.


It’s been tarted up over the years, with a visitor centre and novelty train ride out to an underwater observatory. And its precinct on the foreshore has a series of breweries and restaurants, as well as the spanking hotel I’d woken up in and a convention centre that tourist flyers say makes Busselton an event destination.


I looked back at the new buildings. An event centre. The town had just hosted ‘Schoolies’, the week-long celebration for secondary school students who have formally completed their education.


Across the globe, the beginning of summer occurs at the end of the school year and then the rest of summer is that lotus land, the time to enjoy and ride through till your education continues on its next stage or you enter adulthood and whatever career you seek to engage in.


Those Northern Hemisphere folk, though, have their summer in the middle months. In Australia our summer is the time of endings and beginnings, for the calendar ticks over to the New Year one third of the way through the season.


It seemed to me that added a heightened sense of time passing and of life turning over through our summer. What that might mean I couldn’t quite put into words, but it gave me a nagging sentimental pall. All those students who had left school and now waited to begin their lives as adults.


The jetty was filled mostly with fisher folk or those starting the day with a bit of exercise.


Those fishing seemed inordinately happy for some reason, offering nods of welcome and ‘g’days’. Perhaps it was enough to be doing something they loved.


The sky above began to change slowly. Not bland at all, I thought, more a subtle encroaching change, almost imperceptible.


The biology teacher had spoken of the possibility of the day all those summers ago and it seemed to me that within the hearts of the fisher folk the possibility of a big catch was ripe.


Whiting, tailor, sometimes snapper, herring, skippy – a form of trevally – and, at night, squid are all popular catches off that jetty.


Summer, my mum had said, was a time of bounty, and the people who fished here were ready to fill their baskets.


I walked past a cleaning station and the scales of a recent catch littered the jetty and caught the gentle light in the sky. The scales seemed to glow almost like sequins, reminding me of confetti at a wedding.


A father and his young son walked up beside me and then past. ‘Now you be careful with that rod,’ the father said, ‘hold it properly.’ And the little boy nodded and held the rod for all he was worth, walking with a sure and steady tread, almost at a ceremonial pace that imbued the trek out to fish with a great dignity, as if he were the sergeant-at-arms carrying the mace into Parliament.


The rod was a pretty basic piece of equipment, but it meant everything to that little boy. The father winked at me as they walked on, and they stopped not far from the spot where I wanted to take in the sunrise.


The spot where there were plaques of remembrance. They were to people whose ashes had been scattered into the water below. The plaques held simple words, boldly engraved on brass plates fastened onto the boards. I had walked to this part of the jetty many times before and had never failed to be moved by the words. They could be mundane and ordinary yet they had a beauty too. I didn’t know the people whose life and character were caught in these few words but I felt closer to them, to their essence, each time I stood on this jetty.


You can redevelop buildings and foreshores and even jetties, but you can’t redevelop the essence of a place. The part of it that breathes humanity. You should cherish such a place. You can fish from it, walk along it, but it’s not just a bit of functionary infrastructure, it breathes.


I read some of the plaques.


A man of great pride


Who left a lasting impression


Now catching the fish


He never caught.


An independent woman with a great zest for life


Now with her loving husband Jim


This loving couple will now travel through the blue waters.


I felt that sad sting of melancholy that pierces you even on a lovely morning.


A final plaque read simply, ‘Still swimming in the bay.’


It was these words that caught me, as they had the other times I have stood out here above the water. I looked at the bay below and thought of those I had loved and sometimes barely knew. My parents. My father – a man of great pride who indeed had left a lasting impression. My mother – an independent woman with a great zest for life.


My first child, who died at birth and never drew breath.


And my wife.


It was my wife who I thought of that morning, for she loved the summer and the water. She wrote once, ‘I can’t be sure when or where my love of the water – watching it, being in it, painting it – began. But I can’t imagine it ever being unimportant to me. I love its cycle, moving from rivers and oceans to clouds then rain, tides linking to the phases of the moon and the moon to the stars. If I can’t figure out what everything else in the world is about, I can always be calmed by the simultaneous predictability and unpredictability of water and the weather. Walking along a beach is the most soothing thing I can do.’


In the water she felt as fast and smooth as a seal or a penguin. She loved it; loved so many things about it. Being weightless, unwatched. She felt graceful as she dived beneath its surface and curved like a dolphin through the deep, before pushing off and leaping out of the water briefly to dive back under to the quiet.


I stood and, for a moment, despite all that I have, for the fortunate life I have led, all I could feel was what I had lost.


I let out a sound and felt very alone.


But I wasn’t alone. I heard a voice. I turned and it was the little boy with his fishing rod. He still held it very deliberately but now he was looking up at me.


Perhaps I had made a louder sound than I had meant; perhaps he could see, in that moment, how stricken I was.


‘Are you all right?’ he said.


His father was not far away. ‘You good, mate?’ He nodded.


You must never underestimate the ability of people to be kind and generous and to think outside themselves.


I nodded back. ‘Yeah, all good, just having a ruminate,’ and I pointed to the plaques.


The father took in the brass plates and the water and nodded again. ‘Yeah, can get to you out here, even when the fish run.’


I nodded again. Why is it, I thought to myself, that when men are slightly emotional, we nod a lot. That at least made me smile.


‘He’s a good little man you’ve got there,’ I said to the father.


He nodded again. ‘Yeah, he’s not too bad – although he was up bloody early this morning.’


‘Got to get up early to catch the fish and to beat the heat,’ said the little boy.


We both laughed and the father said, ‘You had to blast me out of bed but here we are.’


I laughed and wondered whether any orange Magnums were involved. I didn’t think so.


‘He’s right, the young fella,’ the father continued, ‘it’s going to be bloody hot today. First belter of summer. It’s a scorcher.’


I nodded, again, and turned to start walking back to my hotel.


Jetties are funny structures; you walk along them to their end, and you are left standing above a place where you can go no further. There was a metaphor for life somewhere in that, if I could have been bothered to make sense of it, but as I looked back, I also looked forward to this time of bounty, to the endless possibility of the day ahead.


I decided that I liked the sunrises in the West very much.


It was a long walk back. I hadn’t realised that I had gone so far, but that was all right. Sometimes when you look back, you realise that those who have left are still with you when you remember them. Remembering those summer days, the people, the events and the stories is what this book is about.


I tried to walk a little quicker. It was going to be a scorcher.
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IT’S ONLY THREE MONTHS


Summer only lasts three months. Well, any season only lasts three months but so much fuss is made over summer, especially here in Australia, that sometimes those three months can matter a lot more than they probably should. There’s a lot going on – there’s Christmas, New Year, school breakups, school holidays, family holidays. It’s a floating time where days disappear and you can easily forget the date and even what day it might be.


The whole country seems to shut down for about four weeks and only gets going again at the end of January when school returns and people head back into the ‘real’ world.


If intergalactic supreme beings ever wanted to invade Australia this would be the time to do it because every decent Australian would simply look at the calendar and say to themselves, ‘We’ll take a gander at it and maybe sort it out after the end of January.’


The last month of summer, February, is usually the time given over to easing back into whatever we are supposed to be doing with ourselves: work, education or fighting off Martians who’ve read The War of the Worlds and have had a few ideas.


Then it is time to get serious, for the summer, the time of living high, is done.


Until then there is too much to occupy our summer selves. There are events! All with an exclamation mark added to stress their importance.


The Boxing Day Test! The Australian Open Tennis! The Sydney to Hobart Yacht Race! Festivals galore! Blockbusters in cinemas! New Year’s Eve fireworks!


In summer, everybody in Australia tries to find something iconic from which to launch rockets, flares and all sorts of igniting colour. Why anybody tries to compete with Sydney and their fireworks night of nights is beyond me, except it seems to be an Australian tradition to try to outdo Sydney.


I’ve lost count of the number of times I was asked to host a wonderfully haphazard carols night held in the Yarraville Gardens in Melbourne, which was run by the wonderfully haphazard Ron Palmer.


Ron was a ceaseless source of good humour and good citizenship. A wonderful old coot who was a reminder of the best of a different Australia.


He seemed to have gone to kindy with Moses, he’d been around that long. He’d served throughout the Second World War in the RAAF, flying missions around the skies in a Beaufort bomber, and when he returned after ‘the shindig’ (Ron’s words), he assumed that Australia would muddle along just as it had before – roughly about seven million people, nearly all white Anglo Australians, operating as an outpost of the Empire.


But Australia changed dramatically, and Ron became, to me, a wonderful example of how someone from an older generation could embrace the changing face of Australia.


He had a generosity born through a sense of service and he never took himself seriously. And his laugh. A great howl of delight. He’d throw his head back and laugh with his whole soul. Three people I know have laughed like that: Ron, my dad and my son.


It is a sound that makes me happy.


When I told Ron that, of course he let out a howl. ‘Don’t talk claptrap, son.’


Then he winked and gave me a nod.


One night in the gardens, with the temperature at almost 40 degrees, I heard that laugh. I asked Ron what was amusing him.


He put his hand on my shoulder. ‘I love this bloody country, boy. Look at that bloke there,’ he said, pointing to an African Australian man, ‘asking that bloke there,’ pointing to a Vietnamese Australian man, ‘to move a bit so he can video that bloke up there,’ he pointed to a Chinese Australian man on stage, ‘singing “White Christmas” on a boiling night like this. Bloody magnificent!’


When the fireworks went off over the Maribyrnong River and exploded over the giant dock cranes that kids always said looked like big giraffes, he laughed again. He was standing with his head turned to the sky.


‘Bloody magnificent! Sydney can go stick its bungers and fizzers! We’ve got our giraffes! What a night. What a bloody night!’


I laughed. Kids seemed to come in all ages on that night in Yarraville Gardens.


Every New Year’s Eve the National Broadcaster screens the festivities from Sydney at the Opera House on that lovely harbour, while the bridge is festooned with glowing red and blue fireworks that manage to make an amazingly beautiful piece of civic engineering look like the lights of a police car on pursuit.


And when the gushy talking heads begin to wax lyrical about ‘Where else would you rather be to watch this spectacle?’ I hear a lovely sound.


I hear Ron’s laugh and I think of him – a glorious ordinary man who gave so much to his community. And I think of how well a life can be lived. So thanks for that, Sydney.


Sydney is okay. I kind of like that, even when it’s constantly tearing itself down and rebuilding itself, however chaotic and frenetic it may seem, it’s always Sydney. The sort of place that, in the parlance of my parents, has tickets on itself. You could organise the Second Coming at your fireworks night, with the Son of God wandering around the Catherine wheels waving a couple of sparklers, and people in the Emerald City would still say, ‘Yes, you’ve got Jesus, which is a good get, but you don’t have the bridge or the Opera House or the harbour.’


The first half of summer also has concerts! And festivals! Everywhere you look! If you are not out and about and living life at – what did my mother call it? ‘A time of bounty’ – then you are not living at all. Cue a blast of tossed aqua from a large water pistol.


Summer is also the time of natural events, the festival of weather if you like.


One of my favourite images of the Australian summer is a photo of such remarkable imagery and power that I believe it sums up how we see ourselves as a nation or perhaps how we would like to see ourselves. It’s a photo taken by Mark Williams of a cricket club match where players pay scant attention to what appears to be a raging bushfire just behind them. The only player who seems to notice is the batsman who isn’t on strike. He slouches on his bat with one hand on his hip. Of course, he doesn’t wear a helmet, just a peaked cap. And he has the air of not being so much worried but slightly interested. As if the fire might be something to chat about at the drinks break.


It’s a poster for the summer festival of disaster.


Floods, fires and cyclones. The holy trinity for newspapers, electronic and digital media. These are invariably referred to as DISASTERS! by gushy media types. And sometimes they truly are, but the media can also make a mountain out of a molehill in their eagerness to harvest exclamation marks to match the exclamation mark season.


Dorothea Mackellar wrote about Australia being a land of drought and flooding, so acute natural events have been around since time immemorial, but there are more people in areas where they weren’t before and human inhabitants, colonisation, industrialisation and growing human activity can all add to the ‘natural’ effects of one of Dorothea’s droughts, fires or floods.


I was waiting on a train station in Melbourne recently when I noticed amongst the tags, swear words and bubble-writing graffiti, a riff on Dorothea Mackellar’s ‘My Country’, written in Sharpie pen.


I live in a sunburnt country


A land of solar screen plains


of ridiculous renewable targets


and unbelievable nuclear power claims


Perhaps Dorothea Mackellar could have come up with a few rhyming stanzas to tackle the climate change debate for I’m sure it would be a tad more graceful than the way some people carry on when a microphone is in front of their mouth.


But no doubt the naysayers, who seem to be the loudest voices in the argument, and the ten-minutes-after-midnight doomsayers would only continue to bang on and on and on.


There is one man-made disaster of the summer months that nobody can defend or doubt, a disaster that echoes through the years and haunts the memory of those who were unfortunate enough to witness it. Even some of the perpetrators of the said act will carry the shadow of their decisions deep within their souls, where it lies dormant and then rises to their consciousness, usually followed by a shriek of embarrassment and shame.


And still yet other perpetrators wander through life blissfully unaware of their deeds. They may well be recidivist offenders.


This man-made disaster, most often seen in summer, is of course swimwear choices.


Depending on where you come from in Australia these items of attire can be called swimmers, togs, bathers or cozzies. All Australians know what these terms mean and how these garments, especially during the summer months, can be the source of serious crimes of human vanity resulting in crimes against humanity.


Perhaps a brief history of swimwear may help us. The ancient Egyptians loved taking a dip in the Nile and sometimes wore shifts or jumped into the water in their altogether. The Romans had bathhouses where apparently blokes could jump in and lather up in the rubbity. Women could do the same, although some coverings were thought best for morality.


Ah, morality.


Apparently during the Renaissance, a high point of creativity and thinking, swimming was widely discouraged. Bright idea, Leonardo.


In the ensuing centuries people began dipping their toe back in and then immersing more of their body. However, when they did this they were more often than not covered in heavy garments made from everything from wool to canvas.


Talk about bad chaffing prospects.


These garments could be weighted down to stop them from floating up and therefore stop the possibility of any more of the wearer’s body being visible. The wearers, of course, were almost always women.


Subsequent developments in swimwear have been a result of the clash between a desire for increasing fluidity and comfort and the varying morality views of the day.


This was exemplified by the furore around Australian Annette Kellerman’s swimwear.


When Captain Cook, one of the great navigators of the era of exploration, went around discovering places that had always been there and then engaged in a bit of landscaping by planting the Union Jack, he and his crew couldn’t really swim to any great efficiency and were particularly afraid of water.


Considering this, the accomplishments of those voyages and the courage it took to embark on them is pretty stark. And so were some of the swimmers that Cook and his crew came across. Starkers, in fact. The British were amazed at the way various Indigenous peoples fearlessly embraced the sea. They also noticed these same people either wore discreet ‘sheaths’ or nothing.


In the words of Sir Joseph Banks, the naturalist who contemporary judgement seems to position as the star attraction of the expedition while Cook was just the bloke who sailed the boat, the peoples they encountered didn’t really scrub up in the swimwear stakes.
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